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Feb. 14: Local media reports indicated that three people in Ecuador may have contracted cholera.
Mexican officials burned a shipment of Peruvian canned fish. The government has closed Lima's
beaches and assigned policemen to keep bathers away. Sales of bottled water are soaring. Housing
Minister Guillermo del Solar Rojas, whose department is in charge of Lima's waterworks, has
insisted that the water supply in the capital city is safe. Meanwhile, the Health Ministry has advised
Lima residents to boil tap water for 10 minutes before drinking it or using it for cooking. Many
of the shantytowns around Lima do not have running water. The most recent localized cholera
outbreak in the slums was recorded in Huaycan, a shantytown whose residents often take water
directly from the Rimac River, which they also use to do their washing and to dispose of wastes.
The cholera epidemic has focused attention on the decline of hygienic and sanitary standards.
The country's infrastructure has crumbled in recent decades under the pressure of massive
migration from the countryside to urban areas, an economic crisis that has left the government
nearly bankrupt, and a persistent sabotage campaign by the Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path)
rebels. [The cholera bacteria settles in the human intestines and an infected person can carry the
disease for several months. Cholera is spread through contact with food and water contaminated
with the feces of those who are infected. The disease multiplies most quickly in countries lacking
adequate public sanitation, sewer systems and pure drinking water.] A government educational
program is credited by some experts for bringing the death rate from cholera below 1%. In the
early days of the outbreak, 15% of infected persons were dying. Lima Mayor Ricardo Belmont said
he will seek new restrictions on street vendors who sell prepared foods from carts in the central
city. Random tests, he said, showed that almost all of the vendors were selling food that showed
some kind of bacteriological contamination. Health Minister Carlos Vidal that Peru already had
the highest child mortality rate in Latin America. About 15,000 children die every year in Peru from
diarrhea and dehydration alone, according to World Health Organization (WHO) statistics. The
WHO estimates 88 of every 1,000 children die between ages 1 and 5 in Peru. Feb. 15: The Ecuadoran
government ordered the fumigation of its border area with Peru, and the cleaning of a rubbishfilled canal on the border. Argentine and Paraguayan soccer teams have refused to travel to Peru
for matches. Other nations have banned fish products from Peru, the world's largest fishmeal
exporter. Local officials in the northern Chilean port of Iquique announced a five-day quarantine
on all air, land and sea traffic coming from Peru. The Peruvian government shut down a major
fishing terminal in Lima, after several hundred cases of cholera were reported in the area. Health
Ministry figures released Friday put the official death toll from cholera at 90, with 1,100 new cases,
totaling 13,768 since late January. Radio, television and newspaper reports estimate cholera in Peru
is claiming 10 lives per day. Panamerican Health Organization spokesperson Jenny Vasquez said
the epidemic could be over in four months if Peruvians followed recommendations. The PHO is
a branch of WHO. Vasquez said up to 350 per thousand children between the ages of 1 and 5 die
in remote highland areas. Feb. 16: On Saturday evening, Prime Minister Carlos Torres y Torres
announced that the government will launch an international campaign to counter confusion about
the cholera epidemic, i.e., "the international isolation we are being subjected to, particularly in the
area of exports." He did not specify the steps to be taken. Feb. 17: Dr. Marlo Libel, epidemiologist
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for the PHO in Washington, said the spread of cholera is inevitable because up to 75% of those
infected with the bacteria will show no signs of sickness while they can still pass the bacteria to
others. Libel added, "It certainly will spread because most of the people don't know that they
are sick." Dr. German Vergaray Ulffe, a microbiologist at the University of San Marcos in Lima,
said in a statement published Sunday that for each person who becomes ill with cholera, there
are more than 30 bacteria carriers who are apparently healthy. He added, "The carrier can pass
microbes in the feces for several months." Vergaray said Lima's poor sewage system provides
the necessary conditions for the cholera bacteria to spread. Fecal bacteria dumped into the highly
polluted Rimac River contaminates fish and seafood where the river enters the ocean. As of Sunday,
no confirmed cholera cases had been detected outside Peru. Press reports said four Peruvians
were hospitalized in Copiapo in northern Chile after they became ill on a bus traveling from
Lima to Santiago. The cause of the illness was not known but health officials were worried that it
might be cholera. Ecuadoran health officials announced Friday that four people hospitalized in
the border town of Huaquillas were found not to have cholera as originally feared. According to
Fisheries Minister Felix Canal, the epidemic will cost the country $300 million in lost export income.
Commercial fishing operations say Peruvians are no longer purchasing seafood, and they now
face bankruptcy. Restrictions on other food products, including fruits and vegetables, could push
export revenue losses up to $500 million, according to food export companies. Exporters mentioned
the recent case of 300 tons of mangos barred from entry by the French government. The fruit may
be burned, despite the fact that the ships left port in Peru prior to the beginning of the epidemic.
Fish products account for about $500 million in export revenues per year. Of total export income
in excess of $2.5 billion, mineral products contribute 51%. The Ecuadoran government announced
a ban on all food products imported from Peru, and demands for closing the border with Peru
have increased. Colombia, Argentina and France have also restricted entry to food products from
Peru. In Rio de Janeiro, Luciano Toledo, a researcher at the Oswaldo Cruz Foundation (Fiocruz)
Endemic Diseases Center, warned that the cholera epidemic could reach Brazil through routes
used by cocaine traffickers. Areas affected by the cholera epidemic are near Peru's coca plantations.
Toledo said, "The traffickers cross the borders clandestinely by air and there are major risks that
they can bring the cholera bacterium with them." San Marcos University epidemiologist Joaquin
Cornejo said the disease is yet in its first stage. He added that within the next four to five months,
between 180,000 and 450,000 persons may be infected unless the government's recommendations
are strictly followed. Eduardo Quintanilla, deacon of Peru's Colegio de Ingenieros (CIP), pointed out
that every day about 25 tons of domestic and industrial waste containing fecal material are dumped
into the Rimac River, the main source of drinking water consumed by 60% of Lima's eight million
inhabitants. According to numerous studies by the the city's water distribution and treatment
agency (Servicio de Agua Potable y Alcantarillado-SEDAPAL), the river is contaminated with
organic materials that are difficult to remove or nullify. Nonetheless, Quintanilla said that water
consumed in Lima is now safe due to doubling the quantity of chlorine used in treatment. Feb. 18:
According to Health Ministry sources, Peru has received 30 tons of medicine and equipment from
the Netherlands, Chile, Japan, Mexico and Bolivia to combat the cholera outbreak. Medical teams
sent by the US, France, Cuba and private organizations will be stationed in northern Peru to help
direct treatment and research in the areas most affected by the epidemic. The European Community
has provided $670,000 in aid through the 15-member Doctors Without Borders organization, and
Germany has earmarked a portion of its annual assistance funds to Peru to fight the disease. Health
Minister Vidal has called on Asian and African countries with experience in combatting the bacterial
infection to lend their assistance. The first four cases of possible cholera infection were reported
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along the Ecuadoran border Monday, the first time symptoms have been detected that far north.
The Panamanian government reported a case of suspected cholera when a Colombian showing
symptoms of the disease was hospitalized in Panama City. The Health Ministry's Epidemiology
Administration reported that 16,600 persons had been infected by the disease, 13,730 persons
are hospitalized, and 100 have died. Health Minister Vidal told foreign reporters that reactions
abroad against Peruvian products are "incomprehensible," and "lacking scientific bases." Export
revenue losses are estimated at $700 million. [The European Economic Community will decide this
week on whether to impose restrictions on human consumption of Peruvian products. Meanwhile,
several European companies have suspended trade with Peru.] Vidal said Bolivian officials "have
no reason" to incinerate Peruvian canned fish products. He added that such actions on the part
of Bolivia and other nations, including Argentina and France, are the outcome of "the political
struggle for markets, not scientific sanitary measures." The minister pointed out that Peru's fish
and agricultural export products are processed "according to international sanitary norms, and the
industrial processes...eliminate any type of contagion." Vidal said, "One forgets that this is the 20th
century, and we know how to treat cholera. The proof is the low mortality rate, 0.6%." The minister
also criticized restrictions placed on travelers coming from Peru, and vaccine requirements imposed
by certain nations since vaccines are completely ineffective to prevent contagion. Next, Vidal said
cholera is endemic in 90 countries throughout the world, but import of their products is not subject
to restrictions. He added that in the US, cholera outbreaks in Louisiana and Texas occur, and are
quickly brought under control. According to Vidal, cholera may become endemic in Peru due to the
country's "delicate economic and social conditions." The government has requested a $100 million
loan from the Inter- American Development Bank for improvements in the capital city's water and
sewer systems. The Panamerican Health Organization office in Lima has predicted a total 1,600 to
2,000 deaths from cholera. (Basic data from Washington Post, 02/15/91; AP, 02/15/91, 02/17/91; AFP,
02/17/91, 02/18/91; EFE, 02/18/91)
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